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ABSTRACT

This article examines intra-organizational trust and institutional logics in municipal social care 
services in the setting of a trust-based developmental project. A case study was conducted in a 
Swedish municipal district. The data consists of 27 semi-structured interviews with care workers, 
first-line managers, and strategic staff as well as 11 observations. The study adds insights regard-
ing trust in public sector organizations and shows how a strong focus on economic efficiency can 
relativize trust into a question of financial accountability. The results demonstrate how the govern-
ing managerial logic is not only in conflict with but also seems to overrule attempts to establish a 
more trust-based logic. Moreover, contributing to the institutional logics literature, it further shows 
how power structures affect institutional logics and how conflicts between logics play out differently 
at various organizational levels. The prospects of accomplishing a more trust-based governance 
without larger institutional or organizational changes are hence problematized.
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Introduction

Many Swedish municipalities are struggling with their budget as well as the reten-
tion and recruitment of care workers. In a situation where the needs are greater 
than the funding, one solution has been to increase efficiency with existing funds 

through, for example, new working methods within these organizations. In the Nordic 
countries, a great deal of faith has been put in employees’ potential in terms of both 
solving current deficiencies and being drivers of organizational developments in public 
welfare organizations. Exactly how employees at the operational level should be able 
to carry out these measures within the boundaries of current resources and staffing is, 
however, rarely stated. 

Since the 1990s, the umbrella concept New Public Management (NPM) has had a 
great impact on the governance of the public sector (Diefenbach 2009). Some of the fun-
daments of NPM are economic efficiency through control and target monitoring (Brante 
2014), performance management, corporatization of units, resource allocation based 
on quantitative measurements, and parsimony with resources (‘to do more with less’) 
(Hood 1991). However, NPM has received substantial criticism, especially for leading 
to more administration and bureaucratization (Forssell & Ivarsson Westerberg 2014; 
Hood 1991), as well as resulting in too much focus on measurable quantitative elements 
(Power 1997).
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In Sweden, Denmark, and Norway, trust has become a central concept in efforts 
to de-bureaucratize and decentralize the public sector by promoting more trusting rela-
tionships both within and between different public sector organizations (Vallentin & 
Thygesen 2017). Trust has metaphorically been called ‘the Nordic gold’ in a report by 
the Nordic Council of Ministers (Andreasson 2017). In Denmark, a trust-based reform 
was on the agenda as early as 2011 and since 2013, this reform has aimed at removing 
unnecessary controls and bureaucracy (Vallentin & Thygesen 2017). In Norway, local 
initiatives to promote more trust-based governance have been initiated, such as the trust 
model in the city of Oslo in 2016 (Eide et al. 2017). Similar attempts have previously 
been on the agenda in Sweden as well under different labels, such as ‘broad participa-
tion’ or inclusion and participation (Svensson et al. 2007). Despite the emergent interest 
in trust as a governing technique, there is a lack of research on trust and control in pub-
lic sector organizations (Vallentin & Thygesen 2017). Furthermore, inter-organizational 
trust has gained more attention than intra-organizational trust (Grey & Garsten 2001). 
There is an apparent contradiction in top-down trust-based initiatives at the operational 
level, where trust and control become intertwined. Despite this, the possibilities for trust 
in hierarchical organizations governed by control are rarely problematized in the litera-
ture. To bridge this gap, this article examines a trust-based developmental project in the 
social care services in a municipal district in Sweden.

The public sector is an arena of conflicting institutional demands, not least due 
to multiple logics, where none plays a dominant role, but several are in a position to 
affect and attempt to affect the organization (Pache & Santos 2010). Institutional log-
ics provide guidelines and norms on how to understand and behave in social situations, 
both for individuals and organizations (Greenwood et al. 2011). Understanding how 
different institutional logics relate to one another in an organization enables achieving 
an understanding of interrelationships and organizational behavior (Suddaby 2010). 
However, institutional theory has been criticized for neglecting and reproducing power 
structures (Munir 2015; Willmott 2015). Workers, conflicts of interests, and aspects 
of power have often been ‘washed away’ when applying an institutional perspective 
(Hirsch & Lounsbury 2015; Munir 2015). Lok has therefore called for the development 
of a more critical institutional theory (2019). Examining institutional logics at different 
levels in the organization enables examining how power dynamics manifest themselves 
and materialize in trust-based work. Following this, by applying an institutional log-
ics approach, the article aims to examine the prospects of trust-based governance in 
municipal care services through the case of a trust-based developmental project. Thus, 
the article is guided by the following research questions: How do institutional logics 
manifest in relation to a trust-based developmental project? And following this: how can 
intra-organizational trust be understood and explained through an institutional logics 
perspective?

Background

Social care in Sweden is a politically governed sector, where politicians in different com-
mittees and boards are ultimately responsible for the goals, guidelines, and decisions 
in social care services. The operational responsibility in public social care services is 
organized hierarchically from politicians at the national to the municipal level, followed 
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by a number of middle-managers down to first-line managers and, finally, employees 
such as social workers, registered nurses, and assistant nurses. The position of assistant 
nurse working in home health care, home care for the elderly, and retirement homes 
is the most common occupation in Sweden, employing 135,300 individuals in 2018 
(Statistics Sweden 2020a). Assistant nurses in these occupations work in several sectors, 
predominately with elderly individuals or individuals with disabilities. Given the current 
demographic changes, the prognosis for Sweden indicates a great need for additional 
welfare workers in the coming years. The group most affected by these demographic 
changes consists of care workers working with care of elderly people and people with 
disabilities; one estimation shows an increased need totaling around 100,000 additional 
employees by 2039 (Statistics Sweden 2020b). The Swedish government has stated that 
the staffing strategy for the future should not only focus on attracting and recruiting 
new employees, but also on retaining those already employed (Ministry of Health and 
Social Affairs 2017).

In 2016, the Swedish government appointed a delegation to investigate precondi-
tions for increasing trust-based management in the public sector. The purpose for the 
investigation was to examine how public welfare management could be developed so 
as to ‘a greater extent utilize the competence and experience of employees to achieve 
greater quality for citizens and companies’ (SOU 2018, p. 4, my translation). The del-
egation identified a number of deficiencies, such as a lack of collaboration both within 
and between different public organizations, an increased and inefficient administration 
and target monitoring on goals that do not benefit the organization. These deficien-
cies, according to the delegation, are a result of governance and management. However, 
employees are highlighted as key to many of the solutions. The delegation states that 
employees, in addition to their core tasks, should involve citizens more in decisions, 
serve as ‘co-leaders’ with their managers, be involved in operational development, and 
assist in shaping the assignments of support functions (SOU 2018).

Such expectations on employees to assume greater responsibility beyond their core 
work tasks are in line with extended managerial expectations concerning participation 
and influence. However, while managers are more inclined to look upon participation 
and influence as conditions for increased responsibility, employees tend to intrinsically 
see them as values (Kilhammar 2011). Organizational and professional relations are 
constituted by institutional logics creating a framework that favors some ways of think-
ing while constraining others (Thornton et al. 2012). Different perceptions can thus be 
an expression of conflicting institutional logics, which also have the possibilities to affect 
the perception of trust at different organizational levels. These issues are at the center 
of this article.

Theoretical framework 

Institutional logics

Institutional logics can be used to conceptualize different norms and actions at differ-
ent levels in the organization and how they relate to each other (Thornton et al. 2012). 
Thornton and Ocasio (2008) define an institutional logic as ‘the socially constructed, 
historical patterns of cultural symbols and material practices, including assumptions, 
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values, and beliefs, by which individuals and organizations provide meaning to their 
daily activity, organize time and space, and reproduce their lives and experiences’ 
(p. 103). The core idea is that the interests, identities, values, and assumptions of indi-
viduals and organizations are embedded in existing institutional logics. This creates 
an embedded agency based on partial autonomy (Thornton & Ocasio 2008), where 
institutional logics can both enable and restrain actors’ actions within organizations 
(Thornton et al. 2012). A focus on institutional logics can thus enhance the under-
standing of interplay and discrepancies within organizations, as well as organizational 
changes. 

The logics of the market, professionalism, and bureaucracy have been identified as 
the main logics for the organization of work (Freidson 2001). The market logic is asso-
ciated with a strong customer focus (Bévort & Poulfelt 2015), the professional logic is 
based on professionalism and expert knowledge (Freidson 2001), while the bureaucratic 
logic is based on standardization, control, and regulations by managers (Liljenberg 
2020). According to Freidson, the bureaucratic logic is synonymous with a firm logic, 
referring to ‘all formal organizations which exemplify the managerial control of work’ 
(2001, p. 4). Thus, the bureaucratic logic resembles the concept of managerial logic, 
which combines a focus on efficiency through standardizations and regulations with a 
strong focus on the customer (Andersson & Liff 2018). The managerial logic is similar 
to the ‘business-like health care’ logic examined by Reay and Hinings (2009) and the 
managerial techniques used for control described by Martin and colleagues as a ‘corpo-
rate logic’ (2017). The prioritization of efficiency and control through managerialism 
has been enhanced by NPM (Scott 2021).

Previous research on the relationship between institutional logics has shown how 
conflicting logics can coexist, interact, and clash with each other (Bévort & Poulfelt 2015; 
Liljenberg 2020; Martin et al. 2017; Reay & Hinings 2009). According to some studies, 
actors can strategically use elements from different logics (Alvehus 2018; Andersson & 
Liff 2018; Pache & Santos 2013). On the contrary, others argue that there is a tendency 
to overestimate the degree of autonomy given to individual actors (Martin et al. 2017), 
as the most powerful actor defines the dominant logic (Greenwood et al. 2011). Hence, 
this may limit autonomy and agency depending on their position within the organiza-
tion (Martin et al. 2017). Depending on actors’ ability to obtain the power to act and to 
what extent they are affected by a new institutional logic, they will respond to change 
initiatives in different ways (Reay & Hinings 2009). Employees having been socialized 
into a particular institutional logic will most likely defend it when it is challenged (Pache 
& Santos 2010). Hence, introducing trust-based governance in an organization may be 
affected by institutional logics and relations within the organization. 

Aspects of trust

Two common forms of trust are generalized trust (also called social trust) and specific 
trust. Generalized trust concerns having faith in people we do not know, while specific 
trust assumes knowledge of the one who is to be trusted and emphasizes that trust is 
something earned (Uslaner 2002). Intra-organizational trust, which is in focus in this 
article, can be said to exist in the grey zone between generalized and specific trust, where 
trust often relates more to specific positions than to specific individuals. In this article, 
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a neo-institutionalist perspective on trust is combined with a more power-oriented per-
spective (Reed 2001).

According to a neo-institutional perspective, trust is a product of intra-organiza-
tional conditions and internal relationships within the organization (Bachmann 2003). 
The propensity to trust is often explained at a personal level as ‘the general willingness 
to trust others’ (Mayer et al. 1995, p. 715). Between organizational levels (in larger 
organizational structures), however, this might be rephrased as the general willingness 
to trust a generalized other in another position. Something particularly important for 
intra-organizational trust is the presence of a world-in-common; that is, a shared under-
standing of social rules as the division of work, distribution of responsibilities, and 
agreement regarding work duties (Bachmann 2003). Trust in a superior is related to the 
degree to which institutional conditions/regulation of employment conditions are per-
ceived as being enforced and fair (Oskarsson et al. 2009). Organizational trust from the 
employee’s perspective can be defined as a feeling of confidence that the employer will be 
straightforward and follow through on commitments (Gilbert & Tang 1998). 

Trust is closely related to power and control (Grey & Garsten 2001; Høyer & 
Wood 2011; Oskarsson et al. 2009; Willemyns et al. 2003). According to Grey and 
Garsten (2001), trust can be seen as a sub-form of control. A highly complex aspect 
of work organizations concerns how to maximize regulations of work behavior while 
simultaneously ensuring that there is sufficient commitment among workers (Thompson 
1989). Hence, an interest in intra-organizational trust can also be due to a strong focus 
on commitment as a governing function (Reed 2001). Regulations and control consid-
erably reduce the risk of trust (that someone should behave in an unfavorable way) 
(Høyer & Wood 2011). Hence, intra-organizational trust is to some extent based on 
regulations that reduce discretion (Fox 1974; Grey & Garsten 2001). Since systems 
based on control also presuppose a lack of trust in employees, this can be considered 
a kind of mistrust-based trust and management based on heavy control functions as a 
form of ‘mistrust-based management’ (Høyer & Wood 2011). However, the employ-
ment relationship is not unregulated. It can be described as an asymmetric relationship 
where specific exchanges and outcomes are regulated through the employment contract 
(Fox 1974). The employment relationship depends on the position in the organization, 
meaning that the ‘mistrust-based trust’ is asymmetrically distributed in relation to dif-
ferent categories of employees. 

Trust is a more complex phenomenon compared to how it is generally perceived. 
By combining these two perspectives on trust, it is possible to examine trust in rela-
tion to both norms and the exercise of power. Applying an institutional logics perspec-
tive may enable a further problematization of intra-organizational trust and trust-based 
governance.

Method

This investigation is a case study of a project based on employee-driven, trust-based 
developmental work in social care services in a municipal district in Sweden. The data 
consists of interviews with care workers, first-line managers, strategic staff, and obser-
vations of lectures and work groups. A total of 27 interviews and 11 observations have 
been conducted over the period 2017–2019. 
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The trust-based development project 

The purpose of the project was to implement a working method called ‘employee-driven 
innovation’ (EDI), based on the Plan-Do-Study-Act method (Reed & Card 2016). A 
central part of employee-driven innovations is employees being the drivers of develop-
mental work through bottom-up processes (Høyrup 2010). In the project, small work 
groups of employees were supposed to work independently with smaller developments 
at unit level. 

The project began with a short introduction to the EDI method where a template for 
how to use the method in practice was handed out. It then continued with a university- 
level training course given to the first-line managers and strategic staff in the project 
where topics such as ‘creative problem solving’ and ‘take care of the employees’ creativ-
ity’ were mixed with group discussions. Throughout the course, the participants were 
encouraged to test the EDI method in their units and given opportunities to reflect on the 
progress. After completing the course, the participants were expected to continue using 
the method and pass on their obtained knowledge to their employees. 

Study sample and data collection

A total of 19 first-line managers and strategic staff participated in the project, 12 of 
whom were included in the study. Due to the focus on care, a strategic sampling was 
carried out to only include those who worked with or toward social care in the study. 
This resulted in six strategic staff and six first-line managers being included. To capture 
different views within the organization, a choice was made to also include 10 care work-
ers working at three of the units in the study. The first-line managers worked in elderly 
and disability care. During the course, all except one of the first-line managers tested the 
method. Afterward, one unit continued working according to the method for a while, 
one unit tested a limited version, and the remaining four units did not continue using the 
method at all. In pursuit of variety, the included care workers worked at the unit that 
used the method for a while, the unit that tested a limited version and one of the units 
that did not use the method at all. The strategic staff included worked toward social 
care in different ways. Two of them worked in HR at the district level, two worked with 
operational development at the district level and two worked with operational develop-
ment at the city level. The strategic staff are not formally superior to the first-line man-
agers and have no managerial responsibilities at the unit level. However, they do have 
a mandate to distribute work tasks, implement new working methods, and assemble 
control data for reports to higher levels. 

The interviews lasted for 30–60 minutes. They were semi-structured and followed 
an interview guide. Seven individual interviews with care workers and one group inter-
view with three care workers were conducted. The group interview was set up sponta-
neously, as the care workers preferred this to individual interviews. At the end of the 
project, follow-up interviews were conducted with the remaining five first-line man-
agers (one had resigned during the project period). The observations were made dur-
ing group discussions linked to the initial training for the strategic staff and first-line 
managers within the project, as well as in the work groups of care workers testing the 
method. Seven observations were made during the training, and four observations were 
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conducted in work groups of care workers. The observations were conducted with a 
focus on the method and on how the participants related to, discussed, and perceived the 
project. The observations were mainly complementary to the interviews and have been 
useful for gaining knowledge regarding the conditions for conducting developmental 
work at the operational level. 

Analysis

The method of using case studies in empirical inquiries is suitable for investigating a 
specific situation by drawing on various lines of evidence, the purpose being to address 
questions of ‘how’ or ‘why’ concerning the phenomenon of interest (Yin 2002). Data 
was collected during two years, some at the initial phase of the project and some at the 
end of it, which affected the research process in three ways. First, early findings from the 
initial observations guided the choice of including individuals from different levels in 
the organization and informed the interview guide. Second, since data was continuously 
analyzed, those early findings could be followed up and re-examined in the interviews. 
Third, as the project was followed from start to finish, knowledge of the entire process 
and not just the outcome enabled a more in-depth analysis of the trust-based develop-
mental project. The observations were used both for contextualizing the interviews and 
analyzed as data.

The interviews were continuously transcribed and analyzed together with the field 
notes from the observations in ATLAS.ti, using thematic analysis in line with Graneheim 
and Lundman (2004). An initial coding was conducted with an open focus on recurrent 
topics, and the codes were then merged into themes relating to the aim of the study, 
such as ‘conditions’, ‘experiences of the project’, ‘the view of each other’. In the last 
step, after all data had been collected, the themes were analyzed through the conceptual 
framework of trust and institutional logics. The institutional logics were thus captured 
by pattern inducing, where different logics were identified through a bottom-up process 
and then related to previous findings (Reay & Jones 2016).

Ethical considerations

The research was conducted in accordance with the principles of the Swedish Research 
Council (2017) and was approved by the Regional Ethics Board in Gothenburg 
(Reg. no. 2016-07204). All participants were informed about the study, that participa-
tion was voluntary, that they could withdraw from the study at any time and ensured 
confidentiality. To ensure the participants’ anonymity, all names were replaced during 
the transcription of the interviews. During the observations, no names were written 
down. For practical reasons, all care workers interviewed, except those in the group 
interview, were chosen by their first-line manager or volunteered to be interviewed 
when the first-line manager was present. In the group interview, the care workers 
were more critical than in the other interviews. The respondents who had been cho-
sen by their first-line managers were less critical, albeit still not uncritical, thus sug-
gesting that no major bias emerged from having the first-line managers select the  
interviewees. 
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Results

The result section starts with a description of the project setting, illustrating the motives 
and expectations from the upper management in the district, the structure and frame-
work of the project, while also presenting a brief summary of the outcome of the project. 
This is followed by an investigation of the institutional logics in the organization and 
their relationship. The final part shows how the dominant logic affected trust in general 
and the trust-based developmental work in particular.

Implementation of the project

Working with leadership and innovations was an overall theme in the municipal district. 
At a meeting for all managers, the district director explained that the focus on leadership 
and innovations aimed at creating cost-effective solutions for the future. The studied 
project was linked to this focus; however, cost-effectiveness was not highlighted in the 
project. Instead, increased participation and becoming a more attractive employer were 
emphasized rather than efficiency. 

The core of the project method was to have small groups of care workers work inde-
pendently with developmental work in their units. The care workers were to indepen-
dently work with problems they wanted to change, plan, and test a development, evaluate 
it and then, if needed adjust it. If satisfied with the development, they were then meant 
to propose integrating it in their daily work to their first-line manager. After solving one 
problem, they were supposed to start over and repeat the procedure of solving one prob-
lem after another in their units. The role of the first-line manager was to create conditions 
enabling developmental work and to decide whether to sustain the developments. 

When put into practice, the developments made within the project were modest in 
nature, focusing on improvements for care recipients at the unit level. Examples of such 
developments include refurnishing a room, creating a communication board for care 
recipients, making schedules for daily practices, and improving the introduction of tem-
porary workers. There was great satisfaction in relation to the developments made both 
by first-line managers and by the care workers. Nevertheless, after the project ended, 
none of the included units continued to work according to this method. 

Logics at work

In the interviews and observations conducted, two institutional logics were apparent in 
the organization and in the project: a managerial logic and a caring logic. The manage-
rial logic refers to the logic guiding the entire organization. It was manifested through 
a focus on finances and control (Andersson & Liff 2018; Martin et al. 2017) present at 
all levels in the organization. The managerial logic can be linked to a general managerial 
turn in the Swedish public sector, driven primarily by NPM (Scott 2021). With its focus 
on quantifiable measures and performance, managerialism is a central component in 
NPM (Scott 2021).

The care logic manifested itself through an emphasis on relational aspects and being 
sensitive to the specific needs of dependent care recipients, thus referring to concrete 
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individual needs rather than articulated preferences (Vabø 2006; Wærness 1984). The 
caring logic can be linked to a professional logic. Professions require a higher educa-
tion and involve working with tasks so specialized that they cannot be standardized 
(Freidson 2001). In this sense, none of the care work occupations in the study (assis-
tant nurses and care assistants) can be categorized as professions. However, as they still 
expressed a strong professional ethos or caring rationale (Wærness 1984) linked to their 
professional identity as care workers (Dahl et al. 2015; Fincham & Forbes 2015), the 
caring logic is here conceptualized as a form of professional logic. 

A number of studies have focused on the conflict between different logics (Bévort 
& Poulfelt 2015; Liljenberg 2020; Reay & Hinings 2009). In this study, however, the 
two logics manifested themselves somewhat differently depending on the organizational 
level. All in all, the managerial logic conditioned the caring logic through the control 
over resources, affected trust between the strategic and operational levels and restricted 
the possibilities for a more trust-based governance.

Care in the care work

Among the care workers, a strong caring logic reoccurred both in the interviews and the 
observations. Their relationships with care recipients and improving the care given were 
important aspects of their entire work experience. The observations showed that when 
testing the developmental method in small work groups of care workers, a substantial 
amount of time and effort was put into adjusting developments to suit individual care 
recipients. The care workers were fond of working according to the project method but 
were unable to continue working in accordance with it due to a constant lack of care 
workers. One care worker explained how their staffing situation affected their ability to 
work with anything else than core tasks:

Right now, we are not working with any developmental work. Right now, we are surviving 
for a couple of months until everyone is replaced and the new group constellation is set. 
Now is not the time for that.

The care workers were generally dissatisfied with the terms of their work and how cut-
backs affected the quality of the care that they were able to provide. They described a 
work situation characterized by a high level of turnover, sick leave, a lack of temporary 
workers, stress, and having to reduce the level of service that the care recipients were 
entitled to. One care worker described how they constantly had to prioritize the most 
vital care work due to permanent understaffing. 

We skip the shower. We skip laundry. We skip taking them out for a walk. We only do 
what is important when it is like that, medication, breakfast, lunch, that kind of stuff […] 
If they have a shower once a week, we will have to move it to the next week because we 
don’t have the time. Usually, there is a lack of staff the next day too, and that day is already 
planned.

The financial situation thus restrained the care that could be given. Despite the constant 
compromises regarding quality due to a lack of personnel, the care workers were very 
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keen about the well-being of the care recipients. In the group interview, one of the care 
workers explained why they continued to work despite their dissatisfaction with the 
working conditions: ‘We do it because we love the elders and get love back from them 
every day’. Among all care workers, similar statements were given on how the relation-
ship with care recipients made their work meaningful. When asked about what they 
would like to develop if they had extensive opportunities, their wishes concerned acces-
sibility, improving the environment for care recipients, workplace education in medicine 
and language courses for foreign-born colleagues. But first and foremost, the wishes 
centered on more staff. One care worker ironically suggested that something new to test 
could be to improve the staffing: ‘We need to increase the staffing. There is too much to 
do. We have too many tasks. Maybe, they could try raising the staffing level if they are 
going to test new things’. The care logic was illustrated through ideals of care in the form 
of a responsiveness to care recipients which requires sufficient time and attention (Vabø 
2006), and hence adequate staffing. However, the care logic was in constant negotiation 
with the economic framework of the organization, which the care workers could not 
affect. Instead, they were ‘running faster’ to provide care despite a strained situation in 
their efforts to adjust to the managerial logic guiding the work. 

Budget-controlled first-line managers

The first-line managers voiced a work situation permeated by an economic rationale 
linked to the managerial logic. This was articulated in the individual interviews and in 
observations where the strategic staff was not present. The economic rationale mani-
fested itself mainly through experiences of expectations to stay within the budget no 
matter what. A recurrent theme in the interviews with the first-line managers was that 
the budget and to stick to the budget were seen as overriding everything else. In their 
stories, they seemed to constantly have to juggle creative solutions to not exceed their 
strained budgets. The budget was set for one year at a time, with no possibility to set 
aside money if the unit performed well one year. If they did, their budget was instead 
adjusted accordingly, and their surplus money was used elsewhere in the organization. 
In addition, they got no extra funding during the budget year to cover for the employees 
on sick leave. One first-line manager described how having low costs for sick leave one 
year had a negative impact on the budget for the coming year: 

I had very low, nice numbers, fantastic. That’s when I discovered that it affected the 
budget, because then my budget for the new year was adjusted. And then one [care 
worker] got sick. I then had to pay both sick leave and a temp with the same money. 
After a while, we were one [person] short because there was no available temp. And then 
another one got sick. Then this crazy thing happened, because all of a sudden, the money 
ran out and I was told that I had to reduce staffing because I exceeded my budget. But I 
had just reduced the staffing because someone got sick and that’s why the next [person] 
got sick.

The first-line manager explained how this resulted in a vicious circle; without the ability 
to hire temps during sick leave, more people got sick. When asked whether it was pos-
sible to get extra funding in such circumstances, she laughed resignedly upon answering 



 Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 12  ❚  Number 3  ❚  September 2022 13

with a firm no. This resonates with the corporatization of units and the ‘to do more with 
less’ rationale inherent in NPM, where economic efficiency hinders resource allocation 
(Hood 1991). The effect of this economic rationale, chronic understaffing, made it diffi-
cult for the first-line managers to prioritize working with the trust-based developmental 
project. They were preoccupied with making their areas of responsibility operate at a 
basic level, which made it hard for them to set aside time for developmental work. For 
some managers, it was difficult to set aside time to meet all their employees whatsoever, 
not least to work strategically. The two first-line managers in home care described how 
their financial model only considered the time spent with care recipients, thus limiting 
the possibilities for the employees to meet all together. As a consequence, the first-line 
managers had started to consider staff meetings as a cost. One of them explained that: 
‘It costs a lot to send all employees on training programs, because then you have to take 
in temps. Just having a staff meeting is costly’. 

The first-line managers were strongly guided by the economic rationale inherent 
in the managerial logic; however, due to their position, they had limited agency to act 
otherwise (Martin et al. 2017). Several of the first-line managers questioned the strong 
financial control over their work and had thoughts regarding other ways of steering the 
organization financially. But when raising issues or asking for support regarding their 
daily work, they shared an experience of being told to ‘just solve it’. Consequently, they 
had stopped asking their superiors for help unless they could provide a solution to the  
problem. Regarding developmental work among care workers, the managerial logic fur-
ther manifested itself through a control focus. The first-line managers were positively 
inclined toward the idea of care workers conducting developmental work. However, 
they attempted to steer the developmental work in different ways despite the focus on 
employee independence. This was seen in how the first-line managers formulated devel-
opment ideas beforehand, led and steered the innovation meetings and how they chose 
specific workers to work with developments. The control focus that limited the indepen-
dence of the care workers in the project was justified by the strong focus on efficiency 
and cost control at the operational level. 

Strategical demands on responsibility

While the first-line managers were occupied with staying within the budget, the strate-
gic staff seemed to be more at a distance from the scarce economic realities. One HR 
employee said that budgets affected her work only indirectly since it affected the work 
at unit levels. The strategic staff thought that negative attitudes were the obstacle, rather 
than the budget situation per se posing any real problem. One operational developer dis-
cussed a situation with a first-line manager who rejected a development due to the finan-
cial situation: ‘The first-line manager immediately said, “No this won’t work” because of 
the budget. It feels like many first-line managers have an intrinsic conception that there 
is no money or something’. The strategic staff generally expressed a low understanding 
of the needs at the operational level and dismissed complaints regarding the budget situ-
ation, referring to them as ‘elusive explanations’. Many individuals working strategically 
believed that first-line managers in general did not assume full responsibility for the 
budget, quality, development, or time management. One HR employee described this as 
a widespread problem: 
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There are so many first-line managers who do not take full responsibility for the budget. 
For example, they don’t even do a cost check in the salary system regarding the salaries 
they pay. They don’t even check whether it looks right. What kind of behavior is that? 

At the same time, in many cases, the operational developers did not know what had hap-
pened with the training and developmental work they had initiated at the operational 
level. However, one operational developer described how first-line managers did not 
take responsibility for changing things, hinting that it was a question of attitude rather 
than structural possibilities: 

I have met quite a lot of managers, and I feel that many of them do not always see that 
they have a responsibility, they usually say “it is very complicated, it does not work” or  
“I cannot understand why we do it in this way.” They do not see that they can do some-
thing about it themselves and influence the situation in some way. 

Several of the individuals working strategically shared this view and justified a gover-
nance through control and sanctions by referring to a lack of responsibility at the opera-
tional level. This not only individualizes the problem of financial strains, turning it into 
an issue of attitude rather than of resources, but it also reiterates a control orientation, 
which might be due to the institutionalization of control systems at the administrative 
level in public organizations in recent decades (Høyer & Wood 2011). Similar to the 
first-line managers, such views were mainly articulated in the individual interviews and 
in observations where the unit managers were not present. 

The strategic staff also expressed strong concerns regarding the care recipients 
and underlined the importance of developments benefitting them. This concern did not 
extend to the care workers, nor did it incorporate any practices to improve the working 
environment for care workers or the situation at the operational level. This focus on the 
care recipients can be explained through their role as customers, which is an important 
element of the managerial logic (Andersson & Liff 2018). However, while this was a 
strong concern among the strategic staff, the organizational structure in general limited 
their abilities to implement developments that lasted for longer than the project time.

The managerial logic permeated the work at all organizational levels but in different 
ways. There was a key difference between the dimensions of the managerial logic at the 
strategic level and operational level. The former focused on demanding responsibility, 
while the latter focused on handling (economic) responsibility and financial strains. The 
relationship between power and autonomy (Greenwood et al. 2011; Martin et al. 2017) 
manifested itself in how the strategic staff could relate relatively freely to the financial 
situation, while it created apparent tensions and obstacles in the daily work at the opera-
tional level. 

Trust at work

As illustrated above, the managerial logic conditioned the material possibilities for 
engaging in developmental work at the operational level. The following sections show 
how it further conditioned trust within the organization, thus making trust a question 
of accountability. Trust and confidence not only manifested themselves differently at 
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different levels within the organization but were also conditioned by the different posi-
tions within the organization (Fox 1974; Gilbert & Tang 1998; Oskarsson et al. 2009). 

A breach of trust

At the beginning of the project, there was disagreement regarding one of its core prem-
ises. The first-line managers recounted how they had been told that they would get extra 
resources for participating in the project. However, when the project started, they were 
told that they had to set aside time for developmental work in their ordinary work 
schedule and their regular budget. This was seen as a betrayal of trust among the first-
line managers. One manager described how this change limited her ability to implement 
the method at all due to the work situation at her unit:

That we, with the same staffing for the care work, should be able to add a meeting on 
developmental work for one hour once a week. It’s not possible. I count time intervals of 
15 minutes to solve the scheduling […] And then during the fall, we’ve had an economic 
situation [which allows for] zero temps. We had to really cut down on everything, every-
thing. Which means it hasn’t been possible to say, “you have to be even fewer because 
I need someone at a meeting.” That has not felt fully justified. 

Another manager described how her high expectations of the project changed due to 
the new conditions: ‘… in the introduction to this, they first promised the moon and the 
stars, and then they withdrew and said “No, you have to solve this with the resources 
that you have.” That’s not possible’. 

In contrast to the first-line managers’ disappointment, the strategic staff argued that 
that the notion there would be extra resources for participating was a misunderstanding. 
As such, they had little understanding of the first-line managers’ reactions. Even though 
the strategic staff themselves considered it too costly to train all employees in the project 
method (due to the cost of temps covering for those on training), they still considered 
financial constraints at the unit level to be subjective. One HR employee illustrated her 
view by a comparison with time in general, indicating that complaints at the operational 
level regarding the conditions for the project were, in fact, a question of priorities: 

We have 24 hours in a day, the question is what we do with them […] If you look at work-
ing time in the same way, it’s not just about adding hours or creating more hours, it’s about 
using the hours we have. And our managers are not really there yet, they don’t yet think 
the right way. So that’s a challenge in concrete terms.

The HR department initiated a project based on trust and then violated the core expec-
tations of one of the participants, dismissing it as a misunderstanding and expecting the 
first-line managers to implement the trust-based working method anyway. However, 
this initial breach of trust, as it was perceived by first-line managers, had implications 
for the remainder of the project. The project had a motto, ‘dare to fail’, which was 
emphasized by both first-line managers and strategic staff. Despite this, none of the 
first-line managers who had opted out of the method informed the project manage-
ment. Instead, they turned down their loud protests against the changed conditions 
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and kept on participating in the meetings, discussing general issues, without informing 
or explaining that they were no longer using the project method. Despite the project 
motto, they did not seem willing to acknowledge the ‘failure’ of not implementing the 
method. The strong financial control created a silence among the first-line managers, 
which disrupted the entire implementation of the trust-based project. This silence of 
the first-line managers can thus be seen as a manifestation of a lack of trust, which 
can be linked to their previous experiences of a lack of feedback when raising issues 
(Oskarsson et al. 2009). 

Distrust in the trust-based project

Somewhat contradictory to the intentions of the project, the strategic staff expressed 
distrust in employees’ abilities and motives for developments. They were concerned 
that employees would try to make things better for themselves, rather than making 
improvements for the care recipients. One operational developer stressed the importance 
of restraining care workers from carrying out developments that would only benefit 
themselves: 

So, it’s not the unit’s need or making things better for yourself that guides the develop-
mental work. That things get better for [the employees] might not mean they get better 
for those we work for […] It might not always be that a solution that is very good for 
the care recipients is the best for the worker. So, there can be conflicts of interest. From a 
management perspective, we have to be very clear that the focus is on the care recipients.

The possible benefit of improvements that would benefit both workers and care recipi-
ents was not elaborated upon by the strategic staff. They deemed that the working envi-
ronment should be good but not at the expense of the care recipients. Their rationale 
highlighted a dichotomy where the well-being of care workers and care recipients was 
constructed as conflicting. The prioritization of care recipients in the strategic functions 
further resonates with larger developments in the welfare sector, in which welfare recipi-
ents are constructed as customers to be satisfied with the services provided by the state 
(Vabø 2006). In contrast to the trust-based project they participated in, the strategic staff 
rather saw the care workers through a lens of distrust. One HR employee thought that 
workers often forgot why they are at work:

I mean, I am at work because I have a work assignment that needs to be done, and then I 
should have a good working environment and all that. But sometimes, things go wrong, it 
goes in the other direction, that having a good time at work becomes more important than 
that the work is executed well. Unfortunately, you often see that.

In contrast to the strategic staff, the first-line managers appreciated change initia-
tives from care workers; not only because these initiatives were considered easier to 
implement, but also due to the care workers’ knowledge of the care recipients’ needs. 
However, several first-line managers differentiated between different kinds of care work-
ers, viewing them as varying in their ability to assume the responsibility of developmen-
tal work. The first-line managers who did so were not only the ones who tried to steer 
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the developmental work the most, but also the ones who expressed the most concern 
regarding their budget situations. 

Attitudes such as the ones described are rather a result of control aspects in the 
managerial logic and the organizational structure with sparse contact between different 
levels than due to interpersonal relations within the organization (Forsberg Kankkunen 
2010). Several individuals working at the strategic level had a distant relation to the 
operational work. This seemed to affect their view on the contact between workers 
and care recipients and, hence, the concern of whose interests should be prioritized. 
Conversely, most of the care workers had no idea who worked at the strategic level. The 
care workers did not know their names and said that they would not recognize them 
even if they saw them. One care worker ironically commented on the lack of contact: 
‘It would have been interesting if the person who is going to develop the operational 
level had some contact with the operational level’. Instead of a ‘world-in-common’ 
(Bachmann 2003), it was rather a question of several worlds within the organization. 

Damned if you dare, damned if you don’t

In relation to the project motto ‘dare to fail’, several members of the strategic staff 
thought that first-line managers had to dare more, while at the same time deeming them 
irresponsible if they made the wrong decisions. One operational developer expressed 
that the first-line managers should dare more to show that everyone can fail, while at the 
same time problematizing that they got away too easily if exceeding the budget:

Sometimes, you have to be a bit brave as a manager and show your employees that you 
can also fail or make the wrong decision. Then you show that everyone has the right to 
fail.

I think it is unusual, but I believe that there are managers who systematically exceed their 
budgets because they know that someone else will solve it. If you just get a small slap on 
the wrist and someone else solves it, then you get away with it. 

Another operational developer differentiated between small and large failures in relation 
to the motto: ‘… I think it is important to differentiate between big and small failures, 
to not test crazy things in the wrong area that can lead to big losses or risks’. Economic 
failures were thus just failures, and nothing encouraged dare to do. The project motto 
to dare more was thus limited to daring the right thing, which meant excluding financial 
risks and increasing costs. The differentiation between different kinds of failures further 
shows how the managerial logic relativized trust, turning it into a moral responsibility 
to keep the budget. This attitude can be traced to how an interest in cost-effectiveness 
influenced the decision of upper management to implement the project to begin with. 
With the aim to lower costs, there is no room for increased expenses. This, in turn, lim-
ited the developmental work at the unit level to no cost at all. 

Trust within the organization was affected by previous experiences, position, and 
the managerial logic. Despite the focus of the project, previous experiences hampered 
trust among both first-line managers and the strategic staff. Trust is a relational phenom-
enon that needs to be of mutual concern in order not to erode, as trust elicits trust and 
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distrust elicits distrust (Fox 1974). Among the first-line managers this led to a charade 
where they pretended to work more actively with the project than they actually did. Due 
to the strong focus on finances inherent in the managerial logic, trust was first and fore-
most turned into a question of efficiency and cost reduction. For the first-line managers, 
struggling with their budgets in the first place, this not only constrained their material 
possibilities to participate but also minimized their trustworthiness in the eyes of the 
strategic staff. 

Discussion and conclusion

In light of the Nordic high-trust institutional context and a trust-based form of gover-
nance being sanctioned at the state level in Sweden, the difficulties in terms of imple-
menting the trust-based project appear to be a paradox. However, as one of the countries 
most impacted by NPM (Scott 2021), there might be a need for a downshift in the focus 
on financial control before attempts to reform the public sector through more trust-
ing relationships can succeed. Through the case of a trust-based developmental work 
project in municipal care services in Sweden, several tensions in trust-based work have 
been emphasized. The results highlight difficulties related to implementing trust-based 
developmental work, as power and control complicate the prospects of creating a more 
trust-based logic. 

The article contributes with insights on how institutional logics are manifested and 
related to power structures in the organization. Where previous studies have shown how 
conflicting logics coexist, interact and clash (Bévort & Poulfelt 2015; Liljenberg 2020; 
Martin et al. 2017; Reay & Hinings 2009), a major contribution of this article is also 
how different aspects of the same logic played out differently depending on organiza-
tional position. In particular, this created tensions at lower hierarchical levels, showing 
how agency and autonomy are strongly related to someone’s position in the organiza-
tion (Greenwood et al. 2011; Martin et al. 2017). While there was room for agency 
among the strategic staff (cf. Bévort & Suddaby 2016), agency at the operational level 
was to a greater extent limited by the financial framework. 

The managerial logic relativized trust into a question of financial accountability, 
thus turning trust into a moral responsibility to act a certain way. This was ampli-
fied by the organizational structure, which seemed to construct different worlds within 
the organization (Andersen & Westgaard 2015; Bachmann 2003; O’Brien-Pallas et al. 
2006). This was most clearly seen in how, despite the project aim of being a more attrac-
tive employer, the strategic staff worried that the developmental work would be used 
to improve the care workers’ working conditions at the expense of the care recipients. 
This conflict of interest occupying the strategic staff can be understood as a conflict 
between a logic where efficiency is gained by minimizing discretion (Freidson 2001) and 
the discretionary aspects inherent in the trust-based working method. It can be related 
to how institutional logics create different ‘scripts’ related to the professional identity 
of different actors, which are difficult to change (cf. Bévort & Suddaby 2016). Since the 
strategic staff usually work both with organizational development and control, their 
reluctance toward the trust-based developmental project can be seen as a way of defend-
ing the logic they have been socialized into (Pache & Santos 2010). It also echoes Fox’s 
(1974) argument how the employment relationship and the structuring of work create 
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an imbalance in reciprocity as different positions within the work organization are asso-
ciated with different expectations in the form of exchanges, the regulation of work and 
judgment of mistakes. Whereas high-discretionary roles are linked to high levels of trust, 
low-discretionary roles are associated with low levels of trust. Thus, power is essential in 
the creation of categories of those who are seen as trusted or distrusted, thereby enabling 
‘the few to manifest distrust toward the many’ (Fox 1974, p. 14). 

A key precondition for trust-based developmental work is to allow employees to 
work independently (Høyrup 2010). This requires trust and less control, both in the 
project and in the organization at large. A contradiction concerning both trust-based 
management and trust-based developmental work is that both concepts are based on 
ordered trust and ordered engagement. Trust-based developmental work is thus a form 
of top-down controlled bottom-up work. Ordering trust in the first place can be seen as 
a logical impossibility, as trust cannot be created as a one-way form of communication 
by the upper management (Grey & Garsten 2001; Willemyns et al. 2003). As seen in 
the case with the ‘broken trust’, there is a mutual dimension of trust that, together with 
previous experiences (Grey & Garsten 2001; Oskarsson et al. 2009) among ‘the many’ 
at the operational level, can affect the outcome of trust-based governance. Consequently, 
it is difficult to implement a trust-based working method at the operational level when 
the organization is governed by a managerial logic mainly focusing on control and effi-
ciency. Without larger organizational or institutional changes, trust-based governance 
can rather be understood as a continuation of NPM governance than a shift to some-
thing else.
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